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Language of the Heart

There is just something about Japan.

It really is that simple for me. And it is the only way I can
explain how it’s come to pass that, nearly thirty years after I first
landed in Japan on a family job transfer for a mere one year stint as
a kid, I remain deeply entwined with the culture both professionally
and personally.

The journey has been a long and winding one for sure, with
many twists and turns. Nagoya as a child. Tokyo as an exchange
student. Hokkaido as a JET participant. Nagano as a radio
broadcaster for the Olympics. London as a graduate student in
Japanese studies. New York as a Japanese cultural consultant. You
get the point.

It’s a part of me. It’s in my blood.

The thing that strikes me most about this journey is that, no
matter where I was at what age and in what capacity, the true value
in each of these experiences came — and continues to come, even in
the corporate world — from language of the heart.

Allow me to explain.

For so many foreigners venturing off to Japan, inquiring minds
on the home front want to know how they’re navigating the Japanese
language. “Wow, isn’t Japanese one of the hardest languages on the
planet?” “Can you find things in the food store?” “You’re studying
Japanese? Impressive!” I call this The Japanese Language Mystique.
To be fair, there is ample room for mystique in a language so totally
foreign to most of us and universally regarded by linguists as a
highly sophisticated and difficult language. And tremendous respect
is no doubt due to those who have tried to tackle mastering it. I
have to confess taking pride myself in passing certain exam levels
and, more so even, in being able to chat wartime history with an
old man at the local izakaya. 1 also appreciate the fact that in-depth
study of the Japanese language has most definitely enhanced my
understanding of the culture.

However, what I know now to be true, three decades into my
relationship with Japan, is this: for more important than the number
of kanji 1 can read or how smoothly I can express myself is the
degree to which I can emotionally communicate with the Japanese
people I encounter.

When I reflect back on the multiple pockets of time that I’ve
spent in Japan over the years, I realize that my technical language
skills — or hotable lack thereof at points — have had surprisingly
little to do with the maturation of my relationship with Japan. As
a child, I learned only how to count to ten; yet, my best friend was
Japanese. As an exchange student living with a Japanese family for
a year in university, I’m fairly sure I never mastered how to tactfully
decline the natto portion of my meal in polite Japanese; yet, more
than twenty years later I sat again at my family’s dining room table
just last month on a visit to Tokyo. As a JET participant, I started
to study Japanese more seriously; yet, the most special memory
I have is of banging faiko drums on a snowy mountainside with
my co-workers as the New Year’s Day sun rose over an otherwise
silent landscape. In Nagano, I was hired as a broadcaster mainly
for my ability to translate Japanese news into English; yet, the most
poignant moment in that chapter was when a Japanese man and I,
amidst cheers and a kampai, exchanged flags from our respective
countries in the middle of a bobsled race.

Back in New York in the corporate world the past several years,
I continue to put stock in this theory of emotional literacy. My job,
most basically put, is to help build bridges between Japanese and
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American business communities by identifying and addressing
key cultural differences that impact how individuals from the two
cultures work together. As one aspect of this, I am often in the
position of helping Japanese executives recently transferred to the
U.S. adapt to their American workplaces and manage their locally-
hired staff. While I believe they find comfort in knowing they can
default to speaking Japanese with me if they need to (most try in
earnest not to, even in the midst of their culture shock jitters), I have
been told time and again that what they most appreciate is that I
understand them. With a deeply bittersweet sense, I recall a Japanese
bank client of mine located at the World Trade Center. Business
operations were winding down in their New York office and I was
tasked with helping Japanese management communicate to their
locally-hired staff that they would be losing their jobs. This alone
was a daunting and emotional task that took several long weeks
together to prepare for. Then, just before the announcements were to
be made, came 9/11. Thankfully, all of their employees escaped from
the falling tower that day but, needless to say, the psychological toll
was profound. On top of this, still to come was the news that they
would be out of a job. It was the single toughest situation I have had
to deal with in my years of consulting, but it also yielded one of the
greatest compliments I have ever been paid. When all was said and
done, a senior member of the Japanese executive team said to me
with wet eyes and a firm handshake, “Jennifer-san, you understand
the Japanese heart. And, for that — especially through this difficult
time — we can never thank you enough.”

Further to my point and as it relates directly to the value
and investment in the JET Programme, I have had the privilege
of interviewing young, eager prospective JET candidates in
New York for the past several years now. I can’t help but to be
impressed by the efforts made by some of these candidates at
such a ripe age to learn about the Japanese language and culture.
Indeed, these interests and efforts bode well for the future of
our nations’ relationship. However, what I am looking for as an
indicator of a successful ambassador even more than these tangible
accomplishments is whether or not they possess the emotional
sensitivity and intelligence to put their future Japanese colleagues
and friends at ease, regardless of their Japanese grammar level or
the depth of, say, their anime knowledge. Last year, I had back-to-
back interviewees who perfectly encapsulated this point. One was
a polished Ivy League student who took every opportunity to try to
showcase his (admittedly impressive) Japanese skills, but who paid
little attention to the dynamics in the room and didn’t seem the least
bit aware that he was alienating my Japanese co-interviewers (not
to mention myself) in the process. He was followed by a graduate
from a lesser known school. This young man walked in with a
slightly disheveled appearance, coupled with an apologetic air about
his (admittedly weak) language skills, but with a sweet humility,
engagement and energy that had everyone in the room at ease and
smiling seconds into his interview. You can guess who got my vote
to be sent out into the grassroots diplomacy trenches.

To anyone investing in learning the Japanese language, my
hat’s off to you. Keep at it. I appreciate from first-hand experience
the commitment, diligence and discipline it takes and I truly do
believe it is a tremendous asset in understanding the culture and
communicating, in certain senses anyway, on a more advanced level.

Just don’t forget the heart
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